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 Collaboration

By Don Irvine

“ I hear and I forget. I see and I remember.  
I do and I understand.”

—Confucius

This quote is often used to describe the best way 
children learn. Not surprisingly, this action-oriented 
educational tactic is highly effective for adults as well.

This was recently demonstrated in a hands-on Master’s 
in Marketing and MBA project made possible by 
QuEST Forum and the Naveen Jindal School of 
Management at The University of Texas at Dallas. The 
semester-long project brought marketing faculty and a 
CEO together to create a hands-on marketing competi-
tion for 44 graduate students. The result was a learning 
extravaganza for the students, teachers, and judges who 
immersed themselves in the competition.

It began with a first meeting on November 2, 2012, 
between Fraser Pajak, CEO of QuEST Forum, and 
Alexander Edsel, director of the Master’s degree pro-
grams in marketing; and Dr. B.P.S. Murthi, Marketing 
area coordinator. It was at this meeting that QuEST 
Forum’s objective of obtaining detailed recommendations 
for new-member acquisition from second- and third-tier 
service providers was discussed. After evaluating several 
options, they decided that a semester-long competition 
was the best approach. 

The challenge given to the students included providing 
QuEST Forum with a comprehensive and actionable 
marketing plan. Fresh ideas and perspectives in all areas 
(from responsive web design to analytics) focused on ways 
to increase membership growth in these target markets.

The project was initially shared with 15 groups. After 
12 weeks, 9 groups remained and went to the finals. 

When Educational 
Partnerships Work

The University of Texas at Dallas and QuEST Forum 
Collaborate on a Master’s Student Marketing Competition

Tony Listi, Sabrina Williams, Preston 
Hanisko and Troy Prestenberg present the 

“QuESTions Answered” team’s proposal
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Collaboration

QuEST Forum sweetened the pot by offering a $10,000 
award to the winning group.

In late April, 2013, the groups completed their 
projects. They submitted papers and a formal presenta-
tion to 8 well-respected telecom executives QuEST 
Forum recruited to judge the competition.

“The QuEST Forum and UTD partnership has 
provided invaluable experience for our students,”  
Dr. Varghese Jacob, senior associate dean of the Naveen 
Jindal School of Management, said. “Being able to work 
on a real business project, present it to senior executives 
and then get feedback from them is a significant learning 
experience for our students.”

“Our dean always reminds us that 
we serve 2 customers: students and 
industry,” Alex Edsel said. “When we 
can bring them together and leverage 
what students have learned to a 
real-world problem providing value to 
industry, that is a great satisfaction.

“In fact one of my students and a 
member on the winning team, 
Preston Hanisko, started a new job as 
a marketing director in a security 
company. When we were discussing 
his new job, Preston said that the 
main differentiator between him and 
the 100+ other applicants was his 
having participated in two competi-
tions … moreover, having won both 
competitions didn’t hurt matters,” 
Alex Edsel added.

Why structure the program this 
way? Because QuEST Forum is all 
about collaboration. QuEST Forum 
brings service providers and suppliers 
across the world together who are 

dedicated to improving operational and supply chain 
quality and performance. It seeks to unify the global 
ICT community through the implementation of TL 
9000, an industry-specific quality management system 
that is built on ISO 9001 and the 8 quality principles.

Therefore, this collaboration with The University of 
Texas at Dallas was a natural extension of the organiza-
tion’s mission. In the same way that QuEST Forum’s TL 
9000 quality management system allows companies to 
track their company’s improvement and to know their 
position as compared to similar companies, the graduate 
challenge gave students the opportunity to know how 
their completed projects measured up to their peers.

1.  Don Irvine presents questions from the judges to 
Bharath Mallipeddy and Taraneh Parvaresh.

2.  Julia Pitlik, Senior Director of Marketing, Fujitsu Network  
Communications; Trevor Putrah, President and COO, KGP Logistics; 
Fraser Pajak, CEO, QuEST Forum; Frank Antonacci, President -  
Central Texas Region, Verizon Wireless; JoAnn Brumit, CEO and 
Chairman, KARLEE; and Todd Miller, Vice President, Network 
Reliability Center, CenturyLink, judge the students’ presentations. 
Judge not pictured: Steve Pickett, President and CEO, Telmar  
Network Technology (A Jabil Company).

3.  Imran Barlas makes a point during his team’s presentation. 

1.

2.

3.
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The winning group, QuESTions Answered, walked 
away with the check for $10,000. Besides Preston 
Hanisko, the group included Tony Listi, Troy Presten-
berg, and Sabrina Williams.

While there can be only one official winner in this 
competition, all students, judges and teachers are the 
recipients of real value from this experience,” Fraser 
Pajak said. “The competition generated some strong 
tactical marketing ideas for QuEST Forum. And from 
the judges’ enthusiastic discussions about the groups’ 
presentations it was clear they gleaned some ideas they 
could bring back to their companies as well.”

Winning team member Sabrina Williams said, “The 
fact that QuEST Forum partnered with UTD for the 

competition was truly exciting. It was rewarding to know 
they trusted our school and students enough to assist 
them in developing their marketing strategy. We can’t 
wait to see how our recommendations are implemented!”

How do the students plan to apply the learning gained 
from the competition? Winning team member Troy 
Prestenberg commented, “The sole purpose of pursuing a 
MBA was to improve my skill set and prepare for future 
leadership roles of greater scale and scope.”

Prestenberg, an area manager for AT&T Network 
Planning and Engineering, said the competition “pushed 
me out of my comfort zone of spending capital wisely 
toward solving a traditional marketing challenge. I have 
more appreciation for the vagueness our marketing peers 
have to deal with on a daily basis.”

4.  Shwetha Reddy, Xi Yan, Manjula Kenderi, Jiajia He and Ruize Sun present their  
work to QuEST Forum.

 
5.  Sharon Vollman, Editorial Director, OSP magazine and President, PCI; Fraser Pajak, 

CEO, QuEST Forum; and Frank Antonacci, President - Central Texas Region, Verizon 
Wireless listen to the students’ presentations.

6.  Alex Edsel and Fraser Pajak listen to remarks made by Dr. Varghese Jacob, Senior Associate 
Dean and Professor of Management Science and Information Systems.

4.

5.

6.
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The students weren’t the only ones inundated with new 
ideas. One judge, JoAnn Brumit, CEO & Chairman of 
KARLEE, a manufacturing solutions provider, felt re-ener-
gized and learned some new tools to bring back to her own 
company. “Seeing the passion of these MBA students was 
inspiring. After 39 years in small business, it’s nice to get a 
shot in the arm of enthusiasm by learning some new market-
ing tactics. Our company will definitely borrow some of these 
ideas in the future.”

QuEST Forum is also eager to implement the winners’ plan. 
Fraser Pajak, CEO said, “It is one thing to learn great ideas 
and tactics. It’s another to make them real. We can’t wait to 
execute elements from the students’ plans. We are on a mission 
to increase the value of QuEST Forum for our members and 
the industry overall. This collaboration with UT Dallas 
yielded many new and interesting ways to do that.”

Don Irvine has been with QuEST Forum since 
March 2008. He is responsible for the daily 
operations of the QuEST Forum Management 
Team and the marketing efforts of QuEST 
Forum. Don’s career spans 30+ years within 
the telecom industry with a balance of 

experience with both a telecom service provider (Sprint -- now Century-
Link) and telecom suppliers (Vodavi and Samsung). For more 
information, contact Don at dirvine@questforum.org.

Formed in 1998, QuEST Forum is a unique collaboration of infor-
mation and communication technologies (ICT) network operators 
and suppliers across the world dedicated to improving operational 
and supply chain quality and performance. QuEST Forum unifies 
the global ICT community through the implementation of TL 9000, 
an ICT specific quality management system that is built on ISO 
9001. Performance benchmarking and a broad array of common 
metrics support both the rapid industry adoption of new technolo-
gies and the consistent quality of communication networks around 
the world. For more information, visit www.questforum.org.

The University of Texas at Dallas Naveen Jindal School of Management 
is the largest of UT Dallas’ 7 schools. The school offers 27 degree and 
18 certificate options. Financial Times ranks the Jindal School of 
Management No. 20 worldwide in faculty research productivity. Among 
public business schools, JSOM’s Online Graduate Programs are ranked 
No. 9 by U.S. News & World Report. For more information, visit http://
jindal.utdallas.edu/academic-programs/mba-programs/professional-
part-time-mba-program/professional-mba-online/.

7. Alex Edsel, Sabrina Williams, Preston Hanisko, Troy 
Prestenberg, Tony Listi and Fraser Pajak. The “QuESTions 
Answered” team received $10,000 for their winning proposal.
 
8. Alex Edsel, Fraser Pajak. Fraser Pajak recognizes Alex 
Edsel for his outstanding work on the marketing competition.
 
9. Alex Edsel, Krishan Khatari, Manjula Kenderi, Ruize 
Sun, Shwetha Reddy, Xi Yan, Jiajia He and Fraser Pajak.  
The “Pathfinders” team is recognized for making it to the final 
round of the competition.
 
10. Alex Edsel, Taraneh Parvaresh, Imran Barlas, Bharath 
Mallipeddy and Pooria Rashani. The “Professionals” is 
recognized for making it to the final round of the competition. 

7. 8.

9.

10.
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